
Water Use at

Fossil Fuel Power Plants

in the Arid West
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Overview

• The Last Straw 

(2003) and Balanced 

Energy Plan (2004)

• Background on water 

use at fossil fuel 

power plants

• Issues and trends

Photo: NETL



3

Thomas Feeley, III, “Responding to Emerging Power 

Plant-Water Issues – DOE/NETL’s R&D Program”
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Electricity Generation

www.energyatlas.org
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Interior West

Withdrawals of water at 

power plants in the 

region in 2000

= 650 million gallons/day

= 728,000 acre-feet/year

How much is that?

Equal to annual water 

usage of 3.64 million 

people
Photo:  Jenny Hager
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Source: Thomas Feeley, III, “Responding to Emerging Power Plant-

Water Issues – DOE/NETL’s R&D Program”
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Source: Thomas Feeley, III, “Responding to Emerging Power 

Plant-Water Issues – DOE/NETL’s R&D Program”
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Load Growth

www.energyatlas.org
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Interior West

39,000 MW of new 

generation proposed

Additional 270 million 

gallons/day (~40% 

increase)

or annual water needs 

of 1.4 million people 

(~population of 

Albuquerque)
Photo:  Jenny Hager
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Issues and Trends

• Water quality 

concerns

• Drought

• Growth in demand

• Permitting conflicts
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Water Quality

Once-through systems with 
large temperature 
changes in source water 
include---

• JE Corette (MT, 
Yellowstone river)
– 68 degrees (winter)

– 39 degrees (summer)

• Dave Johnston (WY, 
North Platte river)
– 28 degrees (winter)

• Zuni (CO, S. Platte river)
– 25 degrees (winter)
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Drought
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Drought
• Water scarcity (especially in 

the West)

• Uncertainty over length of 
drought

• Is it really a drought or is this 
“normal”?

• Competition for water –
municipalities will pay top 
dollar 

Result: Re-evaluation of levels of 
water use
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Population Growth in the 

Southwest
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Permitting Issues

• Idaho - Cogentrix Energy’s 800 MW and New Port Northwest’s 1,000 
MW gas fired power plants were denied permits because of impact on 
Spokane-Rathdrum Prairie aquifer

• Arizona halted plans for 2 gas fired power plants because of water 
concerns – 720 MW Big Sandy (proposed drawing 5,267 acre-feet/year 
from aquifer) and 1,800 MW Toltec (10,000 acre-feet of groundwater)

• New Mexico legislature considered adopting regulations to review 
water efficiency in power plants greater than 50 MW, including an 
analysis of dry cooling options in 2003

• Montana’s Yellowstone Conservation District Board denied a permit for 
a dam that would’ve helped with water intake problems at the 160 MW 
Corette plant in Billings. The facility must find a different solution to 
water supply during low flow periods on the Yellowstone River.
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WRA’s 

Balanced Energy Plan
would 

reduce water use 

by 42%

in 2020 over business-as-
usual scenario by 
incorporating more 
energy efficiency and 
renewable energy

(That’s 82 billion gallons 

252,000 acre-feet per year)

Save Trout. Use Wind.
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Reports on Water and Energy
www.westernresources.org

The Last Straw:  Water Use by Power Plants

http://www.westernresources.org/media/pdf/WaterBklet-Final.pdf

Smart Water: A Comparative Study of Urban Water Use

http://www.westernresources.org/water/smartwater.php

Water Rate Structures in Colorado

http://www.westernresources.org/media/pdf/Colorado%20Water%20Ra

te%20Structures.pdf

A Balanced Energy Plan

http://www.westernresources.org/energy/bep.php
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Contact Information

Susan Innis

Western Resource Advocates

susan@westernresources.org

(303) 444-1188 ext. 221
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